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~~~~~
I dedicate this book to my sister Kath.
The girl with the cheeky smile and short blonde hair.
~~~~~
Time took a deep breath in the late 1950s. To prepare the old life for the sweeping changes of the new decade to come.
~~~~~
Look inside my story of a time gone by and you will meet -
‘Auld’ Mungo and his untrue smile and guile
Freddie Thompson-Smythe and his due demise
‘Paddy’ and his hat and his screwed up smile
Jeannie, who could be both simple and wise
Hilda, almost as broad as she is tall
‘Sunny’ and Neelam and Madhar so coy
Elizabeth’s long wait for a love to call
Reg and his envy and need to destroy
And the two at the heart of my story, John and Flora.
J J Andrews
~~~~~
Flora Ballardine wished for a rainbow of colours. Red as rich as a ruby or as vivid as a paper poppy, yellow crisp and bright, green so dazzling it hurt the eyes, a dark velvet indigo, spectacular orange, sparkling violet, midnight blue.
Or white!
Flora could see herself in white. Any thought of a veil and bouquet discarded for hands clasped to the breasts and bowed shoulders. Of course, both poses would require the blushing cheeks, and no problem there, but as far as the innocent eyes cast down to her feet... Well...
Brown! Why did it have to be that colour?
Flora hurried into the bedroom the moment she arrived, to view the dress.
Elizabeth Montgomery stroked the thick material, a caress of a hand over a precious possession, and turning to smile at Flora, “Burnt gold.”
It still looked brown to Flora. The dress drooped limp and weary from a hanger on the wardrobe door, and Flora supposed it might have been quite stylish, after the war, over ten years before. “Aunt Elizabeth. You shouldn’t have. You paid for my train fare. I thought that was my birthday present.”
Elizabeth bustled away, the protest ignored. “I must go and prepare tea.” An excited shrug as she left the room. “And who said the dress was your birthday present?”
Flora looked at the dress and felt apprehension scuttle up her spine and tickle away at the back of her neck. She took off her coat, sat on the bed and pulled off her boots and thick woollen socks; winter, reluctant to leave Scotland, covering the ground with a light snowfall the night before. Flora feeling the fool when she clumped out of King’s Cross in heavy boots and coat, to a warm spring day in London, and not one pair of boots in sight.
“I did promise Lady Derman I would wait until she arrived. But I must tell you now Flora.”
She looked up to her aunt at the door, and another shrug... Flora waited.
Elizabeth took a deep breath. “Your actual birthday present is an evening out on the town with an escort. And your escort is to be no other than Lady Derman’s grandson, Freddie.”
“Freddie!” Flora shrieked.
“You did not think I would allow you to spend your birthday sitting around your boring old aunt’s flat all night did you?” Elizabeth scolded. “That is what the dress is for. Mind… You only have it for tonight Flora. It has to be returned after Cinderella has been to the ball.”
This did not console Flora, at all.
“And while you are sitting at the table with the tea ladies Flora. Would you please hold your knees together?” Elizabeth gave a nod to the offending items.
Flora looked down. She had pulled up her skirt to take off her boots and socks, bare knees pointing in opposite directions.
Elizabeth touched the scraped back bun at the back of her neck. “And your hair, shall I pin it up for you?” Fingers pinched against thumbs she walked over to the bed, and a surgeon about to perform a complicated operation stood over Flora.
“No Aunt Elizabeth.” Flora put a hand to the top of her head to protect her hair from the waiting fingers. “No pins.”
“But Flora. Your hair is so…” The word looked for. “Untidy.”
“Ach!” Flora huffed. “It will be fine when I've brushed it.”
“And your cheeks.” Elizabeth patted one of her own pale cheeks. “You should tone them down a little Flora.”
“I will! I will!”
Flora’s luggage consisted of a small, blue and white striped cotton duffle bag; the two usual criticisms at her appearance over, she picked it up off the bed and rummaged inside it until she found her hairbrush and face powder. “Aunt Elizabeth…” Another rummage for her lipstick. “It was really very good of you to arrange this night out but…”
Elizabeth cupped Flora’s cheeks in her hands.
She looked up to her aunt’s smiling face.
“Indulge me Flora. I know I have taken liberties. But I was so happy when you finally agreed to visit.”
Flora tried to remember the time ‘I might visit’ changed to ‘I will’.
“And it was the least I could do; arrange a special surprise for your twenty first birthday. You wait and see Flora. It will be a night to remember.”
The doorbell rang.
“Ah! The tea ladies.” Elizabeth smoothed down her crisp white blouse and smart navy-blue pleated skirt and hurried away with a quick look back to Flora’s crumpled clothes. “I will leave you to prepare yourself.” The door closed on another shrug.
Tea ladies! Flora flopped back on the bed and decided a hundred years must have vanished while she was on the train and time had travelled back to March 20th 1858, and if she opened the door, she would see the ‘tea ladies’ dressed in long Victorian dresses and large hats, and of course, seated knees together at the table.
She heard voices, grabbed the hairbrush, jumped up and stood in front of the wardrobe mirror. Aunt Elizabeth always said they both had the Montgomery women’s hair and eyes, hair as black as a tarry sky, eyes brown moons waiting to cast a spell on the right man. Flora laughed at herself in the mirror and brushed her hair away from her face and down her back. It reached to below her shoulder blades, and despite being very thick and heavy tended to have the habit of rising from her head and floating off in all directions. The brush pointed at the mirror. “Stay!”
Her hair obeyed her command, for the moment.
Aunt Elizabeth’s happy voice at the door, “Hurry Flora. Lady Derman and Bernice are dying to meet you.”
Flora replies to the death knell with an overloud and cheery, “Coming...”
As instructed, a thick layer of face powder, for the face of a Geisha to grimace back at her. Fingertips used to rub away the excess powder, extra care at her cheeks because they took little encouragement to blaze forth like two flaming beacons. A slash of bright red lipstick and a pull at her clothes, pink jumper and straight black skirt showing several winters wear, and another rummage inside the bag. For her shoes, Flora's birthday present to herself, dark cream, a pattern of perforations over the front and why she bought them, four-inch heels. Head down to push feet into the shoes, and of course, her hair decided to float off in different directions. Hands over it to flatten it down and she went to meet the ‘tea ladies’.
Lady Derman, Flora decided, would be wearing a gigantic hat with a huge ostrich feather sticking up in the air and a brim-full of birds and grapes. She could see the feather wafting up and down while the genteel lady nodded at the idiot who could not think of a thing to get out of the blind date with her grandson. And wearing that dress!
~~~~~
Lady Derman’s hat didn’t have a brim or grapes, but it did have a lot of feathers. All a deep purple and glued together until they resembled a flattened and dead exotic bird floating on the deep and rigid waves of her short white hair. And despite that, a skirt, blue silk blouse and brooch of sparkling stones pinned above generous breasts she might have been a little man, stubble as well. She also had a baritone voice to put any mature male to shame.
“We all know young men need to have their flings with the girls.” Her booming voice filled the room. “I cannot believe it but he is almost thirty now and I feel it is about time he settled down and married. And of course it will have to be with a respectable girl from a suitable family.”
‘Tea’ consisted of a few tiny sandwiches and cakes, and Flora, manoeuvred by her aunt to sit beside Lady Derman at the table, hadn’t eaten since breakfast at home. Her ration of two sandwiches and a cake each gone in a bite and a swallow she eyed the last cake on the plate. The finger of sponge with an almond on top daring the greedy one to take it.
Lady Derman, who ate with her mouth open, turned and opened her legs wide enough to encompass a horse and plonked her cup and saucer down to the table, and gave Flora an excellent view of an enormous pair of blue silk knickers. Flora tucked her feet under her chair, glued her knees together and saw a drop of tea dribble from a semicircle of lipstick, crusted remains of sandwich and cake stuck to the rim of the discarded cup, and decided against the cake.
“My Daphne refused to wear a thing unless I bought it from the very best of the French fashion houses. You should have seen her when I had her presented at court, my Daphne outshone every single debutante there.”
This the dress culprit, grey suit, grey pillbox hat balanced on the top of grey sausage roll curls, and the greedy one. She picked up the cake and looked at Flora, almond and sponge hovering in front of thin lips. “What a shame you missed the last of the presentations by two days. Though, of course…”A sidelong look to Elizabeth. “A girl’s family requires the adequate funds to do the season. And you are rather old to be brought out now my dear. I had my Daphne married off long before she reached your age. Have you tried the dress? My Daphne used to be very slim. She could have been a model.”
Flora hoped Daphne had ballooned to the size of an elephant. The frumpiest and most out of date of her cast off dresses must have been chosen with the greatest of care by her horrible mother.
Elizabeth smiled over to Flora. “Do not concern yourself over the dress Bernice. Flora has a very attractive figure.”
Flora could have reached over to her aunt and hugged her.
“My Freddie has the pick of the debs.”
Lady Derman’s deep voice dominated the conversation again, and the topic the famous Freddie. Again!
“He has cost me a fortune. My Freddie can wheedle anything out of me.” The stubbly chin quivered, an invisible finger tickling away beneath it. “I told him. If I am to buy you this car, you have to carry out a favour for me and entertain the niece of a very good friend of mine. And he did not utter one word of protest. He simply walked away. My Freddie will do anything for me.”
This left for her audience to consider, and if Flora thought she was worth the price of a new car, her high value was soon discarded.
“Though I cannot imagine my Freddie driving around in a second hand car,” Lady Derman droned on. “But if that is what he wants. And there has been no sign of the new car I bought him a year ago. Goodness knows what happened to that.” The white head shook at the puzzlement of it all, and the dead purple bird.
Flora under scrutiny again, eyebrows raised and mouths open at her bare legs when she first entered the room. This time Lady Derman’s little eyes looked at her face.
“You never know my dear; my Freddie might take a fancy to you.”
This more of a statement of the impossible rather than a compliment, the shrill titters from sausage rolls another burden for Flora in that long afternoon.
At last it was over; Flora opened the door for the ‘tea ladies’, anything to get rid of them as soon as possible.
Sausage rolls first through the door, followed by the squat figure of Lady Derman who gave Flora a pat on a cheek, and as she strutted away, “You have a sweet accent my dear but a little less of the rouge.”
Flora slammed the door shut, and kicked it.
“Temper Flora,” Elizabeth chided who was at the table clearing away after the tea.
“Aunt Elizabeth…” Flora hovered around her. “About tonight…”
Elizabeth stacked china together. “Yes, it is quite a coup. You and Lady Derman’s grandson. And I expect he will have arranged a table at a top restaurant. So no more to eat.”
“Yes…But…”
Elizabeth turned to Flora. “I think you should take a nice long soak in a hot bath. If you go now it should give us ample time to prepare you for your big night out.”
“But Aunt Elizabeth…”
A laugh and Elizabeth gave one of her excited shrugs. “You should have seen the face of Bernice when I told her your escort was going to be no other than Lady Derman’s grandson.” She picked up a stack of plates and saucers, and another shrug and smile, held them out to the bathroom. “Go!”
Flora sighed at the happy face, and went for her bath.
The long hot soak, borrowed stockings, her aunt insisted, and the dreaded suspenders. Powder and lipstick, hair brushed into submission and Flora could not put it off any longer; she stepped into the dress.
She turned her back to her aunt so she could fasten the zip, but Flora a little plumper than the ‘could have been a model’.
“Breathe in Flora.”
The zip jerked to a stop halfway up the dress and Flora knew if she had a proper meal inside her it would never have made it that far.
Unfortunately, several tugs and the zip made its slow and protesting way to the top.
Flora looked at herself in the mirror. Flared skirt to her calves, tight nipped in waist, a wide low collar sweeping across her shoulder blades and over the tops of her arms to finish off in a dramatic plunge down her front.
Her new shoes transformed the dress; lifting the skirt to a soft arc around her legs. A shiny thread in the brown caught the light, a touch of sparkly gold.
Elizabeth fussed at the dress. “You look…”
“Like my mother?”
“I remember the time she…”
“No!”
Elizabeth sighed, as usual her sister Beatrice not for discussion. Flora would refuse to accept the occasional small gifts of money Elizabeth gave her if she knew they came from Beatrice, her mother. It was Beatrice who paid for her daughter’s fare to London and the money she sent barely covered it. The two sisters’ inheritances from their grandparents diminishing in value as the years went by until it left them little room for extras. Why the gifts of money from Beatrice Ballardine to her daughter had to be so small and why Elizabeth had to resort to a borrowed dress for Flora’s birthday night out.
“I’m so bare.” Flora put a hand to her front. The tight dress and plunging neckline created a cleavage that rose and fell as she breathed. She turned and scowled at her aunt. “You must think you are my best aunt in the whole wide world to get away with doing this to me.”
Elizabeth laughed. “You mean your only aunt.”
Flora smiled down to the smaller woman. She had to be almost six foot in her four inch heels and felt as though she towered over her aunt; her feeling of largeness increased by the thick and bulky dress.
“Aunt Elizabeth… How tall would you say Lady Derman is?”
“Oh, I would say around five foot.”
Flora opened her eyes wide in mock alarm and pushed a finger between her breasts. “If this Freddie’s the same height as his grandmother it means his nose will be right here.” Hands on hips she glared down to her aunt. “Well… If this Freddie whatever-his-name thinks he’s going to spend all night poking his nose between my bosoms he is sadly mistaken.”
Elizabeth shook her head. “Stop it Flora! That is a most unladylike way to speak. And you know his surname is Thompson-Smythe. I have told you often enough.” She went over to the bed and pulled at the covers in a pretence to straighten imaginary creases. “Freddie is due to inherit his grandmother’s fortune. He will be a very wealthy man one day.”
Flora sighed, looked up to the ceiling and thought how Robert used to protect her from the devious plot that night was turning out to be. She saw where a piece of plaster had fallen away from the ornate rose around the light, her aunt’s flat the same as Clairgowan House, threadbare carpets, old furniture and faded curtains.
Elizabeth plumped up already plump pillows. “And how is everything at Clairgowan House?”
“Auld Mungo?” Flora lifted her shoulders, a laugh. “I asked him if he knew of anything special about today. He said of course he knew. It was the day I was gallivanting off to see you and he would have to make his own tea and cook his meals. Not a word about my birthday. And of course I had to prepare all his food so he won’t starve to death while I’m away.”
“Your father is quite capable of caring for himself Flora,” Elizabeth retorted, and a hand to her mouth. “I almost forgot.” She hurried out of the room and returned carrying a silky cream material folded on outstretched palms.
Elizabeth carried her offering over to Flora, loosened the material and held it up in a triumphal sweep. “There!”
It was a wide silk shawl, the extravagant long fringes at the ends of it a creamy shimmer, the silk covered in embroidered flowers so thick and rich they glittered like jewels.
Flora lifted her hair while her aunt draped the shawl over her shoulders. It shone out against the dowdy dress; nothing could be as beautiful. She hugged her aunt who would have painstakingly embroidered the hundreds of flowers, eyes moist at the hours of love put into the shawl, and the, “Happy birthday my Flora,” whispered in her ear.
Flora stepped back to admire the shawl and saw her aunt check her watch. “He’s late?”
Elizabeth plucked at the shawl. “A little.”
Flora vowed to kill this Freddie if he let her aunt down.
She watched the constant checks at the watch and felt her anger change to a guilty relief at him not turning up. All she could do was wait and feel the anger again, and the relief.
“Remember Flora.” More plucks at the shawl. “Freddie’s grandmother may have a title, but a Montgomery is just as good, if not better. It is Freddie who is the lucky one tonight.”
Flora had no need to be told this Freddie was the lucky one, and she noticed her aunt said a Montgomery, not a Ballardine.
Her shoulders jumped at the sound of the doorbell, and the giantess went to meet the dwarf.
~~~~~
Flora waited while her aunt opened the entrance door to the flats, then she stepped forward and looked into eyes the purest of light blue.
“Freddie?” Elizabeth enquired.
A nod her reply.
Freddie Thompson-Smythe immaculate in an evening suit and black patent shoes, breast pocket handkerchief a meticulous fold, bow tie in perfect alignment to his collar, pin tuck shirt a dazzle of white. Fair creamed back hair, a fresh complexion and the start of jowls perhaps, but nothing to worry about decided Flora. Freddie around an inch taller than her, thank goodness, wide shoulders, a little stocky and the closed mouth spread in a nervous smile.
Flora returned the smile and raised her eyebrows to say, ‘I feel the same.’
Elizabeth turned to Flora, face so bright and vibrant she might have been the one about to spend an evening on the town with an escort. “Freddie. This is my niece Flora.”
The blue eyes narrowed, moved to Flora’s cleavage and stayed there. The long obvious look followed by a flicker of the eyes to Flora’s face to check she had noticed and a quick glance to her aunt, who was still chatting on, to check she had missed it. All of this accompanied by the same spread of the mouth, which Flora realised had been nothing more than the lips clamped together. She saw a smile because she wanted to see a smile.
Flora looked down to the shawl, put a hand under the silk and put it to her breasts to cover them.
“Now you two young people have a wonderful evening,” from her aunt and a kiss on her cheek and Flora stepped outside, stood beside Freddie and heard the quiet snap of the door close behind her. She saw a taxi in the dark by the pavement at the bottom of the flight of steps outside the flats and put her face down to her high heels to negotiate her way down to it.
Freddie brushed past her and raced down the steps. “For Christ’s sake! Get a move on. I haven’t all night.”
Flora looked up to see him jump inside the taxi that was almost hidden by a fog from the idling engine. She did think of turning around to go back through the door and return to her aunt’s flat, after she screamed down to the taxi that Freddie could get a move on without her, but she knew this would devastate her aunt. So Flora made a careful progress down the steps, held her head up high and walked to the black hole of the open taxi door.
“Hello.”
Flora welcomed by a high-pitched voice. The door slammed shut behind her and the taxi moving away by the time she stepped past Freddie and sat beside a girl with short blonde hair.
The girl smiled at Flora. “Kath…Kath Stevens.” She gave a nod to the man opposite her. His dark sleek hair combed into a quiff. “And this is Reg…”
He lit a cigarette and leant over to Flora. “Reg Purvis.”
A, “Flora Ballardine,” to complete the introductions and she sat back beside the silent Freddie.
Kath tried to look at Flora’s shawl in the dark of the taxi. “Ooh, that’s lovely Flora. I’ll take a proper look at it when we get to the dancehall.”
A foursome! Flora could have hugged the girl. She lifted a corner of the shawl. “It’s a present from my aunt. It’s my birthday today.”
“Your birthday!” Kath exclaimed arms out, and Flora the one to receive a hug.
The happy scene did not help Freddie’s mood. He had used his blue eyes and boyish looks for years to squeeze anything he asked for out of his grandmother, but time was changing his appearance and it made him more and more the slave to his grandmother’s capricious demands for ‘favours’. Freddie speechless at the indignity of this latest ‘favour’, to entertain a coarse country girl from Scotland for the evening because of all things it was her birthday. He had to walk away from his grandmother to stop himself from putting his hands around her thick fat neck and throttling her.
One big fear dominated Freddie’s life, and that was his grandmother might live long enough to celebrate one of her birthdays. Her next one! He would often ruminate over the different strategies he could use to prevent this unhappy occurrence, after all it did pass the time. His favourite the accidental bump into her on a flight of stairs, and it would have to be at the top so he would have the pleasure of watching her short fat body bounce all the way to the bottom. The accidental trip over his foot more of a back up strategy if the stairs failed, and of course a hard object would just happen to be in the right place to smash into her skull.
Another fear dominated Freddie’s life and it was almost as important as the first, and that was the crowd he moved around in might drop him if he lagged behind in acquiring the latest ‘must have’, or much worse, being the focus of their derision. He had to have the car or he would look the fool after boasting about it for weeks. Freddie’s crowd considered it ‘de rigueur’ to own a sports car, and more so to drive around in a rarity. The car fitted into both categories, an updated Javelin-Jupiter, highly prized in his circle. Then the panic if any of his crowd saw him with this girl. Reg and his tart took care of that, Freddie conveniently latching on to their plans to go to the dancehall. No one he knew would see him there because Freddie’s sort never went near the dead end place, and it would be a cheap.
And while Freddie might have lost his boyish looks, he still had the childish behaviour that went along with them. Someone had to pay for that night, and who better than the birthday girl?
He smirked at Flora. “No bagpipes?”
She turned her back to him.
“I thought everyone from the wild and woolly north didn’t go anywhere without them.” Freddie ending this with a well practised snigger.
Kath pulled at Flora’s arm. “Ignore him Flora.”
She did, but this made Freddie even more determined to provoke her. “I’ll tell you something now darlin’. If you think I’m going to be seen with some tart wearing something out of the ark you are sadly mistaken.”
Flora swung around to him. “Then I’d better go. I’m sure your grandmother will be delighted to know the night lasted less than five minutes.”
“Do what you want darlin’,” Freddie responded, who this time gave a well practised shrug of indifference.
“That is exactly what I will do,” Flora retorted. She leant over to the taxi driver. “Will you stop the taxi?” Flora decided she would walk around for a while and return to her aunt’s flat full of smiles and stories about her wonderful evening.
The driver turned his head to the back of the cab. “You want to stop here love?”
“Go on then,” Freddie goaded as the taxi slowed to a stop. “Go… See if I care.” He opened his mouth to bluster on but the worry of Flora actually going closed it. His grandmother and her money controlled every moment of his life; to disobey her meant a life of penury, or even worse... Employment!
Kath pulled at Flora’s arm again. “Please stay. Don’t go Flora.”
A disinterested Reg pulled at his cigarette and stared out of the window.
The driver shouted out. “Is anyone getting out or not?”
Kath leant around Flora and pulled a face at Freddie. “He’s trying to upset you Flora and spoil your birthday.” She gave a cheeky smile to Freddie. “Well. You are not going to win curdle face.” Tongue poked out. “So there!”
Flora had to smile at Kath and her plan of walking anywhere abandoned when she looked out of the taxi and realised she had no idea where she was. “Sorry.” She leant forward to the driver. “I’m not getting out.”
~~~~~
Freddie sulked in the corner of the taxi all the way to the faded old building that was the dancehall. His first act to harangue Reg into paying his share of the taxi fare, and he then went on to complain at the tiny entry fee to the dance floor, and having to pay for Flora. To finally march away to the first to bring any cheer to him that night, the bar above the dance floor.
Flora and Kath watched Reg scurry after Freddie to the bar, looked at each other, linked arms and walked down several steps to the crowded dance floor. A glitter ball splintered a moving myriad of colours over the couples waltzing together and Flora and Kath while they searched around for an empty table. At the far end of the dance floor, a drummer and two guitarists in suits and ties looked lost on a large stage meant for rows of bandsmen. One of the guitarists, his guitar swung over his back, emulating the honeyed tones of Perry Como’s ‘Magic Moments’ into a microphone.
Flora looked around her and felt stiff and formal in her dress when she saw most of the dancers were dressed the same as Kath and Reg. The girls in flat shoes, flared skirts and wide belts fastened tight around their waists, the boys in casual jackets, narrow ties and drainpipe trousers.
They found an empty table at the corner of the stage. Flora held up her shawl to show it to Kath, folded it carefully over the back of a chair in the shadows and sat there to feel less conspicuous.
Kath checked Reg and Freddie were still at the bar and leant over the table to Flora until their nose almost touched. “Don’t say a word to Reg. I share a flat with three other girls and we play this game. We take turns to pick someone up and take him back to the flat and the other three have to think of something to frighten him off. They all put money in the pot and the one who gets him out of the door wins the lot.” Kath put her head back and laughed. “It’s a scream. The last time one of the girls sat knitting, the other had the ironing board out and I borrowed a neighbour’s baby. It cried so loud he couldn’t get out quick enough, so I won. I can’t wait to see what they have waiting for poor Reg.”
Reg, carrying three drinks, arrived at the table to Flora and Kath still laughing at each other. A clear drink in a small glass put in front of Kath, a pint of beer at an empty chair for himself, and for Flora an orange drink in a tall glass. She tasted it, a flat orangeade.
Reg saw Flora pull a face at her drink. “That’s all Freddie would pay for. He said he’s going to stay at the bar.” He sat at the table and took a drink of his beer, lit a cigarette and jigging a knee looked up to the bar.
“You would think you were babysitting him,” Kath retorted. “Go and join the miserable sod if you want to.”
“Yea, I think I will.” Reg picked up his glass and cigarette hanging from his mouth made his way back to the bar.
Kath nodded after him. “It’s a wonder he didn’t pay all the taxi fare. He’s done nothing but toady after Freddie all night. Freddie’s buying this car. But I don’t think that’s why they met at the pub.” She shrugged. “Anyway this car was supposed to be delivered tomorrow but as soon as the lord and master found out it was due in London tonight he insisted he saw it right away. Reg rang the mechanic at the garage in Birmingham to tell him to bring it here. It’s his own business, the garage, the way Reg talks.”
This surprised Flora, Reg looked more like a spiv than someone who owned his own business, and she smiled at Freddie saying he was buying the car.
‘Magic Moments’ ended; the floor almost emptied apart from a few couples who stood around waiting for the next dance.
Kath leant over the table to Flora again. “I’d been sitting in the pub for ages before Reg turned up. If you don’t bring anyone back to the flat you have to treat the other girls to a night out. I was starting to get desperate.” She sat back and clicked her fingers in the air. “He might own his own business but I prefer them with a lot more zing than Reg.”
The band crashed into the quiet, the hall filled with the beat of ‘At The Hop’.
Kath jumped up and shouted “Come on Flora Ballardine. I’m not going to let you hide away on your birthday.”
Flora dragged onto the floor. She stopped thinking about how she was dressed and jumped around to the beat of the music alongside Kath, the two of them laughing and spinning under each other’s arms. The stalwarts around them who insisted they still held each other jostled about until they separated and followed the other dancers in their exuberant world of rock and roll.
The frantic beat continued when a guitarist impersonated a gyrating Elvis Presley; a cheeky looking Tommy Steele performed by the other guitarist, followed by the two of them together to become the sedate Everly Brothers.
Flora and Kath danced together for most of the night. They didn’t see anymore of Freddie, but Reg came down to the dance floor a few times to dance with Kath, when Flora would sit at the table until he returned to the bar. She was asked up to dance, once, by one of the Teddy boys stood around the edge of the dance floor. The skinny youth had a quiff that defied gravity and quite a few inches shorter than Flora despite his high crepe shoes. His red draped jacket and velvet collar outshone all of the other dancers around them, and he soon disappeared when the music stopped. Flora had the feeling he danced with her for a bet but she was enjoying herself too much to care.
It was the time of the night when the dance floor was full of bodies reacting to the ever-increasing beat of the music. Reg arrived from the bar to dance with Kath again. The two of them small and agile, Flora sat at the table and laughed and clapped at them bouncing around the floor. She was thirsty, the flat orangeade soon gone and no sign of another drink, and hot, her dress a tight woollen corset from her dancing.
Flora lifted her hair from her neck to cool herself down, and arched her back.
Reg checked his watch while dancing, stopped and turned away from Kath, his face up to the bar while he pushed his way through the dancers, then a change of direction to pay a visit to the ‘gents’.
Kath pulled a face to the back of the disappearing Reg and waved Flora over to her.
Freddie saw the little scene, the tart lift her hair and pose for him. He started to knock back the drinks as soon as the pubs opened, to drown the pain of the night to come, and had downed quite a few at the dancehall. One of them to wash down the purple hearts he appropriated from Reg.
Freddie decided he should have a share of the profits from the drugs market. It was the easiest way he could think of supplementing his grandmother’s dribbles of money to him. But he knew the people in his part of London would refuse to look at him; they took his other car a few months back because of his debts. Freddie met Reg while visiting the garage to view the car. Reg following him out and sidling down the street after him to see if Freddie would buy the few measly purple hearts he had in a box. And Freddie did buy them; on the condition Reg introduced him to his suppliers. Freddie was not about to deal with anyone as inconsequential as Reg. They met at the pub to arrange a meeting the next day at a club at the other side of London, where no one knew Freddie. Reg snivelling that he would have caught the bus if he knew he had to pay his part of the taxi fare and paying up because he thought he would get a good kickback from Freddie for introducing him to these people. Freddie sniggered at that one. The introductions over and Reg was not going to see him again. The stash of money he extorted from his grandmother for the night would give him a good start, and Freddie planned turn up at club in the car to show he was a person with some substance about him.
The mix of alcohol and amphetamines lifted Freddie’s mood until he soared high above the idiots on the dance floor. And along with this he found himself view Flora in a more favourable light. Though she was not his type, Freddie preferred his tarts willowy and makeup plastered all over their faces. It was Flora’s cleavage that started to dominate his euphoric mind, those white, living, breathing mounds there just for him. He saw her eyebrows lift in surprise when she first saw him; most probably she couldn’t believe her luck. And the Madonna like pose, the modest look down before she used the shawl to cover herself.
He saw a couple emerge from the dark at the side of the stage and the tart straighten the back of her skirt. Freddie decided he would have to enquire into the Madonna look; he left the bar and staggered down the steps to the dance floor.
Kath spinning under Flora’s arm while they danced at the corner of the stage, sparkling splinters of light to the front, blackness behind.
Flora’s turn to spin, but Kath’s small hand slipped away and she disappeared amongst the heaving mass of dancers.
A sweaty hand grabbed Flora’s wrist, dizziness, lack of balance on her high heels stopped any control.
Freddie pulled her to him and marched her backwards. Flora’s heels skidded on the floor, she held on to Freddie to stop her from falling.
She did fall, because Freddie pushed her, and instead of the expected painful thud of the floor on her back she fell onto something soft, thick mounds of old stage curtains. A heavy weight crashed down on her and forced the air out of her lungs. Freddie!
They were no more than a few feet from the dancers, the splinters of light, the whoops and screams, above them the noise and pounding vibrations of the band.
Flora struggled to breathe against Freddie’s heavy weight and too shocked to know if she needed to take a breath in or out. She twisted her face away from wet lips; strong hands pushed her shoulders down. Freddie’s voice shouted in her ear. “Come on darlin’. I’ll give you a birthday treat.” An arm across her throat pinned her down, a hand pushed down the front of her dress. She lashed her arms out and heaved herself sideways. Freddie pulled her back and tried to push a hand up the skirt of her dress. But it was not as easy as he thought the thick material an awkward barrier that refused to give way. Flora lashed her arms out again and made another attempt to heave herself away, and felt her elbow crack hard against something. Freddie called out, Flora rolled away and tried to stand, but the floor and the heels of her shoes refused to make contact.
She stood at last, heaved for breath and felt the air rasp in her lungs.
The band crashed to a stop, Kath pushed her way through the crowd, gasping, “I lost you there.”
Reg walked up to them looking around him. “Have you seen Freddie?”
Flora hoped she had left him dead under the stage. But Freddie materialized in front of her, his face saying he thought the same about her, and a blotch under one of his eyes.
He glared at Reg. “Well! Am I going to see this car tonight or not?”
“That’s why I was looking for you,” Reg whined. “He should be here any minute now. I told him to bring the car to the side door.”
“Great!” Kath shouted. “Come on Flora we’ll take a look at this car.” She plonked Flora’s shawl over her shoulders, grabbed a hand and dragged her along behind her.
Flora felt too weak to resist. She stumbled behind Kath out of the dancehall to the darkness of a narrow road lit by a soft glow above the doorway, and still heaving for breath when Kath left her and joined Freddie and Reg to peer down the road for the car.
Flora propped herself against the door, pulled the shawl around her and crossed her arms. She started to shiver, but she felt hot, not cold.
Freddie glared at Reg. “I thought you said he would be here.”
Three youths in tight jeans and leather jackets emerged from out of the dark. They jeered at Freddie and Reg and whistled and leered at Flora and Kath.
Flora watched Reg put a hand inside his jacket pocket, take something out and put it behind him. Two powerful headlights suddenly cut through the dark. The youths swung around to it, three statues caught in the glare. The roar of the car shocked them out of their trance. They ran, swept up the road by the white light.
Reg put his hand back inside his pocket.
~~~~~
The car came to a stop directly in front of Flora. It was small and chunky, the back curving down to the road, a light coloured hood and the body of the car darker, a turquoise. Lights cut, engine silenced, a small door opened.
John Mason unravelled himself out of the car. At six foot four he had to concertina himself into the sporting jobs, and reverse the process to get out.
John closed the car door and turned to Thompson-Smythe and at his side giving him friendly nudges the smiling Reg being his usual obsequious self if he thought there was a chance of a hand out. Beside the men a girl with short blonde hair, another girl in a muted spotlight from above a door, face a pale oval surrounded by a dark cloud of hair.
Flora looked over to the driver of the car. A beard cropped close to the skin, hair not the usual fashion, short, brushed back, almost a crew cut. In an evening suit the same as Freddie, but taller and much slimmer. In all, the opposite of how Flora thought a mechanic working for Reg would look.
Freddie elbowed Reg away and walked around the car peering down to it to examine it in the dark. “Get that hood down. I’ll have a run in it with the hood down.”
The night seemed pleasant enough in the shelter of the narrow road, but John knew how cold it would be driving around without the protection of the hood. He tolerated fools like Thompson-Smythe who demanded to see the car in the middle of the night, because a sale was a sale, more money in the bank, and one day it would all end. John nodded at Reg to put the hood down and hoped the cold would freeze Thompson-Smythe’s blotchy face.
John stepped away from the car and found himself in front of the girl at the door. Her eyes deep dark pools in the white of her face, and she was panting, lips and cheeks at work to suck air in and blow it out.
Kath helped Reg unclip the hood. “Will you run me to my flat? It’s only a few minutes from here.”
“Yes.” John’s reply to the eyes of the girl at the door.
Kath gave a quick look to Reg who should have been the one to answer her.
Freddie shouted out, “Where are the keys?”
John’s reply to the eyes again. “I have them. You can have a test run tomorrow at the place and time we arranged.” It was obvious by Thompson-Smythe’s stagger that he was drunk; and John was not about to allow him to damage the car and put the sale in jeopardy.
Flora returned the driver’s look to her. His hair looked dark at first, but once he stepped closer to the light she could see the colour, red, very red. A narrow nose and face, eyes black orbs under the brows.
“Get in the car Flora,” Kath shouted. “It’ll be a laugh.”
Flora had no intention of going anywhere near the car and Freddie. She pushed herself away from the door to walk away, but she felt dizzy and put a hand out to steady herself. A warm hand took it and led her to the car. It was the driver and Flora followed the hand because it was beyond her to think of anything else to do, and realised she had no need to heave for breath anymore.
The hood down at the car, Freddie sat behind the wheel and Kath and Reg beside him. Flora hesitated at the open car door; the one bench seat looked full and she wanted the warm hand to stay in hers.
“Come on Flora.” Kath sat on Reg’s lap. “Squeeze in.”
Flora sat beside Kath and Reg. The hand left her to close the door, and lock it.
The driver then squeezed himself into the car beside Freddie who gave a rough push at Kath and Reg, who in turn flattened Flora sideways across the door.
“I don’t see why I should have all these in my car,” Freddie whined.
“It’s not your car until you’ve paid for it,” John retorted, and looking around Thompson-Smythe to the girl on Reg’s lap. “And your place had better be no more than a few minutes away.”
“Yes. It’s just a few minutes,” Kath lied. “I promise.”
Freddie joining in, “And you might as well drop me off at my club while you are at it.”
John shook his head, amazed at himself for agreeing to have them all in the car. The girl at the far end of the seat must have distracted him and she had to be with Thompson-Smythe. John wondered why that bothered him and put the key in to start the car.
Flora’s shawl slipped off her shoulders in a twisted and crumpled mix and all she could do in her confined space was hold it above her head to straighten it so she could wrap it around her again. A roar from the car, headlights on, the car moved forward, turned a corner and gathered speed. The cold wind took Flora’s breath with it and snatched the shawl out of one of her hands. The car raced down the road, the shawl a fluttering banner above her head.
Kath’s ‘few’ minutes turned out to be a lot more. She shouted directions to the driver until she told him to stop and without waiting for the door to be unlocked scrambled out of the car over Flora. For Reg to follow her out the same way, and batter and squash Flora all over again.
Kath leant down to Flora and gave her a kiss. “Bye Flora.” A wink and she turned to Reg. “Hey. What about you coming up to my flat Reg?”
Reg opened his mouth and so agog at his good fortune that he hardly speak. “Yea…Yea…Great.”
Kath walked away with Reg, put a hand in the air and gave the victory sign.
Flora bit her bottom lip and turned away.
Her body shook with the cold. She wrapped the shawl around her and wished she could be warm, the night over and anywhere but sitting next to Freddie.
The driver extricated himself out of the car and went to the hood, the straight line of his mouth to Kath saying he was not pleased at the time it took to get there.
“I want the hood to stay down,” Freddie snapped.
Flora given the same look to Kath from the bearded face, then it looked down to Freddie. “Get out!”
Freddie cringed at the face above him, slid under the wheel and jumped out of the car.
The driver walked around the car to Flora’s door. A thump of fear in her chest, she was about to be thrown out of the car and left alone with Freddie. The door beside her unlocked and air rasping in her lungs Flora hauled out of the car and left standing there while the driver pulled the back of the seat forward and searched for something behind it. Kath and Reg had gone by then and Flora, desperate to remember the direction they went, put her head down to steady herself, ready to run.
Soft warmth fell around her shoulders. A blanket pulled over her front, Flora led to the car and sat inside it, the blanket wrapped around her and the door closed.
The bearded face looked over to Freddie. “Why should she freeze because you feel the need to act the fool?”
Freddie, without a word, jumped back inside the car and shuffled along the seat.
Flora sank down in the blanket until her nose was just above it and enjoyed the ride in the car despite Freddie sitting next her, but her enjoyment soon over. Minutes later the car stopped at a pavement outside the entrance to a nightclub.
John pushed himself out of the car and waited for Thompson-Smythe to follow him out.
Flora sat up to look at the bright lights and people and pleased to see Freddie get out of the car and hurry off. “And don’t you be late tomorrow,” barked out over his shoulder to the driver.
John stopped an angry reply to Thompson-Smythe, turned to get back into the car, to the girl still sitting there. Thompson-Smythe had disappeared inside the crowded nightclub entrance by then; John slammed his door shut at him left to see to the girl and walked around the car to her door.
Flora pulled the blanket tight around her and looked over to the nightclub. “I’m not gong in there.”
A horn blared at John who had to jump out of the way of the cars and taxis racing up and down the road. A second jump away from impending death and that was it, John marching over to the nightclub to find Thompson-Smythe.
“I’ve told you,” Flora shouted out to the back of the driver, “I’m not going in, and look for who you want. But I’m going to stay right where I am.”
This stopped John who marched back to the car and sat inside it one hand on the steering wheel and the other along the back of the seat while he tried to think of what he could do, apart from dragging the girl out of the car.
Flora looked at the driver’s long slim hand by her shoulder, the fingers pink, well scrubbed.
“Look!” John started. “Your argument with your boyfriend has nothing to do with me.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Flora retorted.
Why did that please John?
A couple stopped to look at the car, and the passengers inside it, a man joined them. Flora knew how odd they looked, the driver in an evening suit and her head stuck out of the blanket, and her burning cheeks told her how red they would be.
The bearded face turned to the people stood at the car as a way of telling them to go. The face back to Flora when they took the hint and walked away, the eyes to her jewelled under the bright lights, flashes of green beneath the brows. She wished it was the driver stood at the door at the beginning of the night.
“OK.” John inclined his head in agreement. “He’s not your boyfriend.”
Flora ignored the placatory gesture because she decided it was a patronizing nod to shut her up, and shouting over the inches between them, “That’s what I’ve just told you. My aunt arranged a night out with him for my birthday without telling me. I just met him a few hours ago.” Flora took a deep breath. “And do you know something I don’t care what you think.” She shook her head shrieking, “I don’t care what anyone thinks.”
John opened his mouth to speak.
“I suppose I’m spoiling your night by expecting you to help me and give me a lift,” Flora screamed. “I suppose a good night for you would be to pick up a girl and dump her in the morning. Go on your way and think how clever you are.”
John closed his mouth and winced inside at the accurate accusations. He had planned his night to start hours before with a good session at the clubs followed, hopefully, by a decent hotel with a girl who would never see him again once the night was over. John’s day started in the early hours of the morning to work on the car so he could bring it up that night instead of the next day. The work on the car took longer than he expected, Thompson-Smythe’s demand to see the car took more time away, and the chauffeuring service John provided for all and sundry. John had worked non-stop to finish the car by the completion date; it was suppose to be his first night off in months.
“It’s all self, self, self with some people.” The old Flora had returned in full flow, her temper, once again, carrying her off with it. “Ignorant and selfish and no consideration of other people and their feelings.” A hand struggled out of the blanket. “And all I’ve eaten since this morning was a couple of tiny wee sandwiches.” Finger and thumb used to demonstrate their small size. “And one wee cake.” A catch in her voice, self-pity a threat to her anger.
John tried not to smile at this, and more fascinated by the large brown eyes. The cheeks now full of colour, flame red, the soft Scottish accent wonderful to hear, even if it was loud and accusing. He almost put a hand to the wild mass of hair, thick and black around her face, but had a suspicion it might be bitten by the white teeth under the rapidly moving red lips.
Flora saw the half smile and decided she was being laughed at. “Ach, I’ll not be bothering you any longer. You can get on with your night of passion with whoever takes your fancy.” She scrabbled at the door. “There’s no need to worry about me. I can take care of myself.”
By the time John sorted the passion bit out the girl had the door open and blanket still wrapped around her out of the car. He saw a car hurtle towards her and lunged forward to grab the blanket, to miss by an inch. John gritted his teeth and lay across the seat waiting to hear the crunch of a car against a body or the open car door. Neither happened, what he did hear was a scream, a blaring horn and the door close with a click.
Flora, who was not going anywhere without the comfort and warmth of the blanket, ran to the crowded pavement, hitched it up over her shoulders and stood her back to a wall while she tried to ignore the odd looks from the people walking by. Three men staggered towards her full of the inebriated cheer of a good night out, and ready for any kind of entertainment.
Flora Ballardine stood in Soho wrapped in a blanket an ideal candidate.
One comedian shouted out, “I see you’ve been waiting for us darling.”
The second comedian, “That’s service for you, blanket at the ready.”
The third calling out, “A special discount for the three of us sweetheart?”
A huddle to decide who would be first, turning to see the subject of their complex conversation had vanished. One of the comedians nodded to a gap in the buildings.
The alleyway very dark, very smelly and full of rubbish. Flora gave a shriek; sure she felt something scuttle over a foot. She slipped and slithered her way to the other end and stopped at the voices behind her. Frightened it might the men following her she crouched down and hid behind a mound of rubbish; staying there long after the voices stopped to be sure the men had gone. Flora heard the soft pitter-patter of rain, sighed, made her way to the end of the alleyway, and stood there, sniffed and felt very forlorn. Heart thumping at what might be waiting for her she poked her head out, peered down a quiet road and saw the car a little distance away. The driver must have put the hood up and he was walking around the car checking it, when he lifted his head and saw her.
Flora, pretending not to see him, looked the other way to stop herself from running up to him and flinging her arms around his neck. Head back again to see him striding up to her, face tight, lips a thin compressed line. Her arm gripped and marched to the car, no twisting out of that hold.
“If you had stopped shouting and screaming for a second.” John’s words to his front. “I could have told you that I would give you a lift.”
Flora stuck her nose up in the air. “I can take care myself. Thank you.”
Expelled air through clenched teeth her reply.
Flora checked to see if the blanket might be trailing on the ground. “You should have seen the state of that place. I’m sure there’s a rat or something running around in there. There’s really no need for you to be worried about me you know.” If she could just stop jabbering on. “It was really disgusting in there; you would think people would take better care than that. I’d have found my own way…” She closed her mouth at the car, waited for the door to be opened and sighed down to the seat, and saw it had stopped raining.
John decided it was not worth mentioning that when he sat up in the car she had disappeared amongst the crowds, and running down the pavement to search for her. To realise he had taken the wrong direction when he turned and caught sight of her and the trio. The frantic run back through the crowds and squaring up to the men to stop them following the girl down the alleyway; surprised they accepted his story she was drunk and his girlfriend. A laugh and off they went on their unsteady way. No sign of her in the dark alleyway and the race in the car to other side to find her. The rain, it was no more than a damp sprinkle but he still had no choice but to stop and put the hood up to protect the inside of the car. John’s night and its promises gone along with this girl down the alleyway and he still had to find a hotel.
About to close the door after the girl John saw a corner of the blanket trailing out of the car. He leant down to pick it up.
Flora watched the driver, head inches from her face; push the blanket around her feet. She could smell the rain on his hair and just make out in the dim light how the short red strands curved this way and that in the need to become curls. Then the bearded face turned her and lifted away, leaving the feel of warm breath on her skin. The door beside her closed and locked and Flora watched the driver walk around the car, open his door, squeeze himself in behind the wheel and close the door.
The two of them shapes in the dark.
A deep sigh beside Flora. “Right. Where do you want me to take you?”
“Clairgowan.”
“And in what country would Clairgowan be?”
“Scotland,” Flora replied feeling as pathetic as she sounded.
“I’m sorry, but this chauffeuring service is restricted to this area. Can you think of somewhere a little nearer?”
Silence while John waited for an answer and who questioned why he was feeling there was more to it than just trying to help this girl.
“Kensington,” Flora eventually replied. Her hesitation because she was thinking how wonderful it would be sitting there wrapped up in the blanket while he took her all the way home. Though her bottom was starting to feel a little damp.
John almost laughed at the relief of not answering his own question, all he needed to do was take this beautiful girl to somewhere safe and then get on with his uncomplicated life. His relief as far as trying add a little levity to the situation.
They sat in the quiet and dark for a few moments, and then the profile beside Flora turned to her. “You are supposed to say ‘Home James’ when you give the chauffer instructions.”
Flora sighed and feeling pathetic again said, “Home James.”
John pulled his lips down in the dark at his try at a joke falling flat.
Flora looked for Aunt Elizabeth’s road, the driver the one who spotted the nameplate high up on a wall. Seconds later and the car stopped outside her aunt’s flat. Flora waited for the driver to unlock her door and hoped he would do the same as outside the dancehall, hold her hand. A flush of pleasure at the door open to a white cuff out of a dark sleeve, wrist and the hand held out to her. She took the hand, and followed it out of the car and up the steps.
The hand left her the moment they reached the door. What else could she do? Flora opened the door, and remembered the blanket. She tugged at it to take it off.
“No.” John shook his head. “Keep it.”
But Flora decided she must return the blanket. The problem being it wanted to stay on her shoulders. A sharp tug and it fell away from her, and out of her hands. The driver jumped forward to catch the blanket, and Flora, their two faces almost colliding. A brush of the beard against Flora’s skin, the silky feel of hair on a cheek.
Neither of them caught it, the blanket a lump at their feet.
His good deed for the day over John scooped up the blanket, walked down the steps and threw it inside the car.
Flora called out, “Thank you James.”
John had to smile.
The bearded face up Flora, a grin, teeth white and straight. “It’s John…John Mason.” Seconds later and he had disappeared inside the car. The roar of the engine, lights on and the car moved forward, and carried away the shape inside it.
A sigh and Flora stepped inside the building, closed the door behind her and put her back to it. Feeling chilly, she rubbed her hands up and down her bare arms, and looked down to herself. The shawl! She must have pulled it off with the blanket.
~~~~~
A soft white haze veiled the sky, the sun a tenuous lemon disc above the vague shapes of the mountains. The peaty load of their saturated soil expelled by a multitude of small gurgling fountains down their sides; their golden-laced froths edging the road and spilling over the hard surface in a murmur of thin ripples hurrying away with the one intent, to find the lowest point in the glen.
Flora put her purse and bag of shopping in one hand so she could touch her cheek and looked over to the other side of the road and the people in a field. Wellingtons trudged through sodden grass, a sparkling cascade poured from a sagging marquee, wooden stages and stalls checked and hammered at. A storm threw down enough rain the night before to launch Noah on his travels, but Clairgowan would never allow anything as insignificant as that to stop the ‘Gathering’.
Clairgowan held its gathering in May, one of the first in Scotland. People from the old Ballardine Estate, the villages throughout the glen and beyond would meet at Clairgowan. Some to compete in the games, others to judge, most to watch the events and gather together to catch up on the latest news.
A small woman in Wellingtons rushed out of the shop behind Flora, wrap-around pinny and hair white with flour and arms through the handles of two large baskets of scones. The warm moist air inside Mrs Stewart’s shop so full of the wonderful mix of flour, butter and eggs Flora sure she could have taken a bite out of it.
Mrs Stewart splashed her way over to the field and turned her face to Flora. “And I expect we will not be seeing you until long after the opening Flora Ballardine.”
Flora took her fingers from her cheek and shook her head. “I’m sure the laird can cope without me Mrs Stewart. And I doubt if I will be coming at all. You can row a boat in that field today.”
Mrs Stewart stopped at the other side of the road to check her baskets. “Ach, it will soon dry out. Bob Brown put good drainage in that field for the gathering. And the sun will be burning everyone’s backs before the end of the day, you wait and see.” She smiled over to Flora. “Come to the gathering Flora. You shouldn’t be hiding yourself away.”
Flora hated that, the sympathetic looks, the real reason why no one would see her at the gathering.
Mrs Stewart rushed away determined to set up her stall before Mrs Brown. The two women competed against each other to see who sold out of their scones first, not that it mattered because neither of them would have a crumb left at the end of the day. A smile from Flora when she saw Mrs Brown carry her baskets of scones out of the farmhouse and hurry down to the field. The farmhouse overlooked the village and built on the spot where a crofter’s tumbledown cottage used to stand. The high pillared entrance and ornate stone walls a declaration of its owner’s wealth.
Flora walked past the red telephone box outside the post office and up to Andy McManus standing on a ladder repairing the sagging bunting above The Glen Hotel. He leant back to examine his work, saw Flora and made a quick descent down the ladder to be in time to meet her.
Flora gave a nod, put her shopping down and opened her purse. “Do we owe you anything Andy?”
Andy scratched the top of his head, which was covered by a thick thatch of grey hair, the same as his father, and the story was the same as his grandfather and great grandfather. They all owned the hotel before him and Andy’s ten-year-old son Alex would inherit it from his father one day, and most probably the same head of hair.
“You know I wouldn’t run after the laird Flora.” Andy continued his head scratching. “But he didn’t have the money on him when I delivered that last bottle of whisky up to the house. He said he would settle with me later. I expect he forgot.”
“I expect he did Andy,” Flora replied. Not a word from her father while he sat in front of her drinking the whisky. Pleased she had a little money left in her purse after her shopping she emptied the loose change into a hand and offered it over to Andy. “Will that be enough?”
Andy stopped his scratching to receive the money, gave it a quick check and pushed it into a trouser pocket. “That should cover it Flora.”
The money was bound to be almost a shilling short; Flora could have kissed Andy for being so considerate, the start of a giggle at his reaction of she did.
Andy scratched his head again. “I only said it to stop any awkwardness if the laird asked for another bottle Flora.” The awkwardness over Andy stopped his scratching and lifted the ladder from the wall. “I cannot recall the last time I saw you in the bar Flora. You should tell the laird to bring you down one night.”
“And all the mountains would crash into the glen if I walked into the bar alone,” Flora muttered walking away. It was a year since she was inside the hotel, during the last gathering, and Flora remembered how she giggled at Robert Brown’s face while they stood nose to nose in the crush at the bar. Robert waited until the next day to tell her he was leaving. The day he left for America.
Robert said he was going to do the same as his father. Bob Brown the son of a poor crofter when he left for America to find his fortune and he returned to Clairgowan twenty years later a wealthy man, and delighted to find his childhood sweetheart waiting for him. Robert failed to say if finding his own fortune might mean a twenty year wait for Flora.
She shouted and screamed at Robert, chased him out of the house and ran up to her room and lay on her bed, but not to cry. Flora lay on her back and stretched out her arms in anticipation of her new life without Robert, which turned out to be no life at all. No more evenings at the bar at the hotel, or taken out for meals in town, or to dances, or trips out in his father’s car. Shocked at a local dance to find at twenty years old that she was the oldest girl there without a partner, and the only available boys to dance with young teenagers, most of them still at school. Flora caught the early bus home.
Her one night out since then arranged by her aunt and it had to be with the loathsome Freddie Thompson-Smythe. Flora returned home the next day, fingers to her cheek and gazing out of the carriage window all the way to Scotland.
Flora walked past the line of village houses and crossed over the road to a stone wall in front of a kirk and graves, and a stone commemorating her brother Alasdair. Walking up an incline to a screen of trees she put her fingers to her cheek again, the feel of silky hair as fresh as the moment the beard brushed against her face that night in London. The road ended at a pair of high gates in a gap amongst the trees, Clairgowan Village at the furthermost point in the glen. Behind the gates stood Clairgowan House hidden in a circle of trees. Bob Brown owned all of the land in the village up to the trees, beyond that mountains and wilderness.
Flora carried her bag of shopping through the wrought-iron gates and their large daisy-like flowers. The gates always stood open. Tall ornate chimneys towered above grey tiles and grey stone walls, behind the tiles the tops of other chimneys from one of the two wings at the back of the house. A dried up fountain stood in a circle of gravel at the front of the house, the three bowls fashioned into the same petals as the flowers on the gates. No water ever fell from the fountain in Flora’s memory. She ignored the large carved door set in the grey stones at the front of the house, two large plain windows at one side, two at the other, all twinned with one above. Their watch of blank eyes following her to the side of the house.
A red post office van screeched around the corner scattering gravel over Flora and raced through the gates. The postman in a hurry to return for the gathering.
Flora ran down the side of the house and through a door, just in time to see her father throw a letter on the fire, shouting, “What was that?”
“None of your concern,” Mungo Ballardine retorted.
A stranger might have presumed it was grandfather and granddaughter glaring at each other. Mungo Ballardine stood tall and straight, but his lined face and thin grey hair told of his seventy years.
“It is my concern if it happens to be a bill,” Flora shouted.
“You do not speak to your father in that way.” Mungo sat down to a winged, high backed chair so old and worn the leather might have been red or black. It stood with its back to the outside door and at the side of a black fire range and a vast grate of burning logs. Flames roared up the chimney, waiting for the fire a neat stack of logs at the side of the range.
A cream wash covered the ceiling and walls of the kitchen, opposite the fire wooden cupboards and benches, flagstones on the floor, by the outside door and under the one window a pot sink and next to it the pantry door. The centre of the room filled by a long wooden table surrounded by a diverse mix of spindle backed chairs. Flora dumped her bag of shopping down to the table, and almost knocked the oil lamp over.
Mungo put his head around his chair, pale grey eyes to Flora. “And I sincerely hope you are not attending the gathering dressed in that attire.”
Flora looked down to her old cotton skirt and the frayed elastic threads of her gypsy blouse. “I’m not going to the gathering.”
“The lady of the house should always accompany the laird to the opening ceremony of the gathering,” Mungo retorted. “And whenever he attends the kirk. And in a modest dress covering the arms and shoulders. And the correct shoes with sensible heels and stockings covering the legs. And wearing a hat and her hair pinned up. Not tied back the way you have it and a tail down your back.”
Flora emptied the bag. “I’m not the lady of the house I’m your daughter. And I’m not going to the gathering or the kirk.” She put the food inside the pantry and clashed the door shut after her. “And you could have mentioned owing Andy for the whisky.”
Mungo crossed his legs and turned to the fire, followed by a quick turn of his head to Flora. “If you had held your tongue Robert would not be in America and we would not be in this situation.”
Flora sighed at the yearlong arguments and accusations and flopped down on a soft low chair opposite her father, the brocade as faded as the leather chair.
Mungo looked down to his worn trousers, shirt and waistcoat. “I had better prepare myself before Bob Brown comes to collect me. I told him to take me to gathering in his car this year. It is not fit the laird seen arriving for the opening ceremony on foot.” He lifted his head to Flora. “You will be attending the party tonight at the farmhouse?”
Flora put a hand to her brow. “No! I’ve told you, I’m not going to the gathering. And I’m not sitting up all night listening to a bunch of old men…” She shut her mouth to stop herself.
No merriment and highland flings at Bob Brown’s parties, even though they were nightlong affairs. Flora sitting beside Robert the year before and snorting, and giggling at her father, Bob Brown and their cohorts dissect and analyse every detail of the day’s events. Robert insisted she leave early, his face to his feet on the slow and silent walk to Clairgowan House.
Flora ran from him at the gates certain he was about to ask her to set the date for their wedding.
Mungo jumped up from his chair. “I have had nothing but your temper since you went off to London. If you had deigned to return earlier and not dawdled up from the village you could have made me tea. And if you had behaved yourself we would be having the party here at Clairgowan House.” He strode over to a door at the far end of the kitchen and opened it. “It should be the laird hosting these events.” And before he slammed the door behind him. “If he could afford to do so.”
Flora ran outside to the trees and wandered around them until she heard the sound of Bob Brown’s car leave. Then she returned to the house and lay on her bed to pass the time, and a sit by the fire to pass more time… And a meal to prepare and eat... The afternoon almost over when she admitted defeat and decided to go to the gathering and skirt flapping at the top of her Wellingtons Flora plodded her way through the gates. Right at the moment the sun decided to burn the mist away, and as Mrs Stewart predicted, burn everyone’s backs.
Feet poaching in their rubber prison by the time she walked down to field, Wellingtons kicked off and hidden behind a stall, toes blissful and free on the cool damp grass.
The activities and competitions had ended and people were starting to leave, but the food stalls were still busy and The Glen Hotel more so by the groups of drinkers stood outside it on the road. Flora pleased she decided to go; all she saw were friendly hails and smiles and no sign of the dreaded sympathetic looks. She walked past the marquee where her father would be surrounded by his faithful followers. He would be there in all his finery, kilted in the Ballardine colours of red, green and gold, the opening and judging at the gathering the last vestige of his role as the laird.
The field she was walking over the last piece of land owned by her father, the thousands of acres that used to belong to the laird of Clairgowan sold to Bob Brown and many others to pay off his debts. But there was one last remnant of the once great Ballardine Estate still in her father’s hands and coveted by Bob Brown above all of his property and wealth, Clairgowan House.
Mungo Ballardine and Bob Brown imagined they found the perfect solution to their problems, the marriage of Flora and Robert. The land around the village would be returned to the ownership of the Ballardine family, and the Brown family would have the right to occupy Clairgowan House, the jewel of the Ballardine Estate.
Flora knew all about the perfect solution since she was a child and she often questioned if that was love, the security of whom she was going to marry. But it started to go wrong the year before Robert left. He would criticise her clothes and tell her to get her hair cut, and he refused to take her into town once because of her ‘clown’ cheeks.
Flora wandered up to the edge of the field and sat on the sloping bank, for the damp to seep right through to her skin. She pulled up the back of her skirt, moved to a dryer piece of grass and rearranged her clothes while watching the people below. Then she pulled her blouse off her shoulders, lifted her ponytail, lay back and closed her eyes.
She heard the high pitched moan of someone start the pipes, followed by the slow strangled sigh of someone who thought otherwise. Shouts and laughter, a glass smashed on the road, a fiddle, silky hair on her cheek…
~~~~~
The sun a hesitant golden globe above the snow covered peaks; until the inevitable progress of time and the slip down to start its slow descent behind the mountains. Minutes later and fingers of blue shadows felt their way down into the glen, their changing shapes reaching out to touch the narrow winding road, and the white car racing along it.
Beside the driver of the car, stuffed inside one of the pockets of a black leather jacket, Flora’s shawl.
John finally found himself a hotel in London, and after a lonely night tidied the car for the sale. The blanket was grubby from the night before and about to throw it away, when the shawl fell from it, and John caught it this time before it fell to the ground. He put it to his face, a smile at those large eyes, flaming cheeks, wild hair and that temper. And another smile, at himself, when he put the shawl in his travel bag.
The promised test run an unnecessary procedure, John knew Thompson-Smythe intended buy the car. It went well until Thompson-Smythe started to guffaw on about the bruise under one of his eyes and the fight the girl put up at the dancehall. John almost gave Thompson-Smythe another bruise under the other eye, but he thought of something much more satisfying. He added fifty percent to the price of the car. Thompson-Smythe had committed to buying the car without bothering to query the price, which was obviously of no concern to him. A smile to the back of the head when the fool leant down and filled the cheque out.
A miserable faced Reg appeared and jumped inside the car looking as though he spent the night on a park bench.
John had an idea why Thompson-Smythe would have anything to do with Reg who knew better than to bring his devious transactions near the garage. As long as Reg continued to do that John had no interest in what they were getting up to and he watched them drive off hoping Reg would feed Thompson-Smythe enough junk to kill him. John noting someone else had signed the cheque, not Thompson-Smythe.
And John, his bag and shawl made their way to Birmingham, back to the garage, back to the slog.
John followed his father by owning his own small business; but any resemblance ended there. His father used to be in the building trade, more a jobbing builder. John’s early childhood idyllic, a loved and protected only child who lived in a comfortable home. He would often secrete himself in his father’s truck while he worked his way around the Shropshire plains and John seven or eight years old when his perfect view of life disintegrated. The exact year vague, but the occasion to stay inside him with the clarity of the day it happened.
It was much the same as any other day, until a red-faced pompous customer decided to harangue his father over a miniscule grievance about his work, and the burning impotence of a young child while John watched his father scurry around to correct the insignificant complaint. He saw this happen to his father again and again, and as John grew older he became more determined that this would never happen to him.
John viewed his own small business as a tool to take him to a world far removed from his father’s life of servitude. The garage not to be used as a way of existing so he would have money for a home or to eat. Because every hour he worked, every penny he paid into the bank took John Mason nearer to the day and the power of not being indebted and ingratiating to anyone. Another determination went in tandem with this and why John, on his return to the garage pushed the shawl behind the clothes at the back of a drawer, out of sight. That no one would be allowed to divert him from this path.
Edinburgh! The logic of why he searched for the Clairgowan the girl mentioned. The pinprick on the map found several times before, and the times he almost threw the shawl away, if he found it, or looked for it.
The elegant SS100 white Jaguar with its gleaming chrome, huge headlights and sweeping wings more of an update and a repair job than a full restoration, and the buyer lived in Edinburgh which led to the rationale of John’s decision to take a small detour to make up for the break he lost in London…
A break to John to spend a night out on the town, pick up a girl, a couple of hours at her place, or if necessary a hotel. Keep her away from the garage to prevent complications, then back to the grind and forget her.
A laugh from John at the vast empty glen, at the distance between girl and the garage.
He stopped to put the hood down in that glorious evening and stepped out of the car to an invigorating breeze from the mountains. Or did he feel that way because he had almost reached the pinprick on the map? John left the hood up; it meant he would arrive all the sooner.
Another laugh at the outskirts of Clairgowan, at the hope of finding the girl in the crowded village. John reversed the car onto the grass, the road too narrow to make a full circle, and turned the wheel to drive back through the glen.
~~~~~
An old coach wheezed and coughed its way past John with faces pressed against the windows to the car. The black oily wake of the coach followed by a horse and cart, cars and vans, a truck, a couple of horse riders trotted by. The village was starting to empty.
John waited for several minutes while the slow exodus continued. Then he drove into the village and carefully manoeuvred the car along the crowded road. Passing a shop, post office, hotel and stalls and people in a field while he searched for a black head of hair, or flame red cheeks at the windows of the houses. The car had drawn a lot of attention, more so from a group of children who were trotting alongside it. John accelerated away from them and stopped the car at the side of a stone wall facing a screen of pine trees, well away from the activity and harm.
John needed a drink and something to eat, but the hotel looked too crowded to try for anything there. He walked down to the stalls and people in the field, face up to look for the girl. The other girl in London called her Flora, the name suited her.
A cup of tea bought off one stall and a scone from another. It was the last one, John sure the small woman almost jumped up and kissed him.
The woman gave a nod to someone behind John. “I see Flora decided to come along after all.”
John followed her eyes to the far end of the field, to a young woman lying alone on the grass. How many Flora’s lived in Clairgowan?
“Ach…” Mrs Stewart shook her head at the untouched scone and cup of tea left on the stall. “Look at the waste of that.”
The low sun a slanting spotlight, Flora’s blouse pulled tight across her breasts, nipples dark circles under the thin material. Feet bare, ankles crossed, skirt a second skin on her hips, a smudge of dark where it rested in the hollow at the top of her legs.
No wild hair that day, a smooth black cap on her head, a curl of tail lying behind it, face pristine, white skin, a blush of pink on the round cheeks, not the fiery red of that night. Her closed eyes gave her a peaceful air. Lips still, or was that a smile?
John remembered to breathe.
He was standing below the slope, the heat of the sun on his neck, his long shadow over her face.
Lips pressed together, small dimples in the pink of her cheeks. “Ach, can’t you find another place to cast your shadow?”
The eyes opened, those wonderful eyes, but instead of recognition they narrowed, their creases spread up to the brow. John was so intent on finding her he forgot he was the focus of her anger in London, disappointed it might happen again.
A brilliant halo of sun dazzled Flora, the black shape of a head in the centre. She sat up, the black shape moved; up her spine a frisson of sparks at who it was, heat suffusing her cheeks.
Light casual trousers, a belt, white shirt, the top buttons unfastened to reveal a jumble of ginger hairs. Shirt sleeves rolled up above the elbows, muscular arms and the same ginger hairs, this time in an ordered brush in the same direction, beard and hair golden strands in the light, lips open, uncertain if they should smile.
Flora put a hand out to John’s arm as he turned and crouched down to sit beside her on the grass. Yes! Her fingers touched warm live flesh, other sparks, and this time throughout her body. She pulled at the arm. “Don’t! Unless you want to walk across the field with two wet patches for the entire world to see.”
John stopped his attempt to sit and stayed by her on his hunkers. “What about you?”
Flora knelt, pulled down the back of her skirt and felt the back of it. “My two patches are dry now. Except for…” She pulled her damp knickers out of the pocket of her skirt to show them to John and pushed them back inside with a smile to him, lower lip between her teeth, and a direct look into his eyes.
John laughed, his head back. Flora saw a line under the beard.
They walked across the field to the road, a silent compliance they would go together.
“How did you find me?”
“A look at the map. Actually I didn’t expect to find you.”
“So you came all this way not expecting to find me.”
“I’m delivering a car to Edinburgh. I decided to take the roundabout route.”
“A roundabout route! Hundreds of miles!”
Flora enjoyed John’s smile. He looked less severe than that night in London, no angles and shadows on his face, his eyes full of a need as strong as hers.
They were at the road; John took Flora’s hand to lead her to the car.
“Do you always walk around here barefoot?”
“When I’m in a hurry to get away I do.”
They laughed, encapsulated by their happiness. The people around them a distant part of another world.
Flora put her eyebrows up at the car, and it was surrounded by children. She laughed at them and clapped her hands. “Get away with ye.”
The children laughed back, but did as they were told and ran away.
John sat inside the car and opened the passenger door. Flora picked up the leather jacket off the seat, sat beside him and closed the door.
John nodded at the jacket. “Your shawl’s in there.”
Flora unfolded the jacket, pulled the shawl out of a pocket and gave a sweet smile to John. “And all this way just to return it to little Flora.”
Faces inches apart, a small smile from John as his face neared Flora’s. For both heads to turn to the shouts of the children running up to the car.
The car started with a roar. John turned his head to Flora. “Where are we going?”
Flora laughed and pointed up to the trees. “Why home James of course.”
She must have pulled a small white card out of the jacket pocket along with the shawl, picking it up to read, ‘MASON’S GARAGE’, in bold black letters. It confirmed what Flora had thought all along, that Reg was not the owner of the garage. The actual owner beside her and trying hard not to run over and kill off the future generation of the glen.
Flora returned the card to the jacket, turned and put the jacket and shawl behind her seat.
John twisted his neck around at the children and carefully eased the car forward. “Is it far?”
Flora tried to look very serious, lips pursed, brow creased. “Oh…Miles and miles. But I’m sure your flash car can manage.”
A boy ran after the car because he knew of the little distance it could go. But it accelerated away from him, leaving him his hands on his knees and panting, and laughing at the screech of brakes when the road ran out.
“Here!” John drove through the gates and ducked his head to look at the house while he circled the fountain and stopped the car at the side of the large door.
“Yes,” Flora laughed. “And it’s not as grand as it looks.”
Their kiss long and hard after their weeks of waiting. At last they separated, John’s face to Flora again, to exclaimed and jerk his head back at the nip on his bottom lip. Flora laughed, jumped out of the car and ran on the balls of her feet over the gravel to the side of the house.
John, sucking at his lip, got out of the car and about to go after Flora he turned to the gates to check if any children might have followed them.
“Ach, can’t you think of something better to do?” Her face at the corner, those wonderful eyes, a smile and she was gone.
John tried not to run, no sign of Flora at the side of the house. He found an open door and walked into another world of oil lamps and times past.
Flora threw logs into the huge grate and put a hand on the handle of a large black kettle at the side of the fire. “Tea?” Flames roaring up the chimney while she stood eyes wide waiting for an answer.
John smiled, put a hand around Flora’s waist, pulled her to him and kissed her. His other hand found the back of a leg, the indentation at the back of a knee and the cool soft skin inside the thighs. They moved together as they kissed until Flora had her back pressed against the table. She pulled at John’s shirt, hands on his skin, legs opening as he pushed himself against her.
Her face moved away, a whisper.
John followed her lips not wanting to lose their sweet contact. Her lips moved against his, a whisper again, lips to his ear.
“Not here. Not here John.”
John pushed away, a hand in his for him to follow. Flora looked back to him, a smile, eyes wide, a door, stairs, skirt soft against her shape above him, doors, a room, a bed, a rumpled gold cover glossy in the sunlight.
Flora knelt on the bed and put a hand to the band in her hair; the blackness released and bouncing into freedom. John pulled her blouse up and over her head, the emergence of full breasts and dark pink nipples; her smiling face to him, cheeks red and eyes that could fathom every crevice of his mind. She lay back and arched her back while he slipped off her skirt, the black pubic fuzz startling against the milky white of her skin. John put his face to the fuzz, relished it, breathed it in, tasted it.
John’s hands to his belt, Flora stopped him, pulled him onto the bed beside her and pushed him down. She undressed him, shirt buttons unfastened and pulled from his arms, chest and belly hairs nibbled. Shoes and socks slipped from his feet, belt unfastened, trousers undone, eased down his legs and off. Pants pulled from his erection, her nose to the dark ginger hairs, testicles kissed and fondled.
“Wait!” A quiet command and John turned to his trousers on the floor, and rolled back a condom in his hand.
Flora’s cheeks dimpled. “I see you were expecting more than tea.” She took the condom from him; John lay on his back and watched Flora roll it on, kiss the tip and straddle over his body while she guided him into her.
They were drawn each other in London, their urgent need for each other generated by their time apart.
The brilliant sun, about to part for the day, cut an oblique shaft of light through the window. Above the bed tiny pendants drifted down to the arms and legs entwined on the gold satin cover. They slept, woke, kissed, and loved again.
John lifted his head off the pillow to a silvery light between the open curtains, the shadows around him in the room black and silent. Covered by the warmth of the bedclothes he put a hand out and explored the empty space beside him. A light ting of glass on glass and the white shape of Flora floated through the open door. She was naked, her face to John to give him a soft kiss on his lips, he tasted whisky.
John sat up and took the glasses off Flora. “No shoes and now running around the place without any clothes.”
Flora giggled. “Someone forgot to close the outside door. And I didn’t want to waste time dressing in case any wee four legged creatures took it into their heads to pay a visit. So while I was down there I fed the fire and had a quick nip to warm myself up. And…” She slipped under the covers beside John and took the top off the bottle. “I decided you should join me.” Gurgles, the aroma of whisky as she poured the contents of the bottle into the glasses.
John looked over to the open bedroom door. “And now you’ve forgotten to close that door.”
“Ah.” Flora turned to a bedside table and put the bottle down. “So that’s the worry is it? That someone will see me naked or wander in here and catch you in my bed.” She took a glass from John. “There’s no one in the house apart from the two of us. So no one will see anything. Well…Not tonight. But the owner returns tomorrow. So this is my one night off.”
John cuddled Flora’s cool body to him while the two of them drank their whisky. “So you must work here.”
“I suppose you could say that seeing as we are in the servants’ quarters.”
“How many servants are there?”
Flora considered this. “Just the one.”
“It seems a large place for one servant. Do many people live here?”
Flora picked up the bottle. “Two. The auld laird Mungo Ballardine and his daughter.”
A nod from John. “And you are the daughter.”
A kiss from Flora. “And that’s for being so clever.”
She refilled the glasses and they drank more whisky.
“And where is your father?”
“Where he should be. Not here.”
They laughed, both happy, the whisky helped. Flora nipped at John’s stomach; he jumped and laughed. Flora screeched at John’s tickles. Both tried to outdo the other, laughing, kissing, holding, caressing and gently loving each other before they slipped into a deep relaxed sleep.
A fresh and minty mouth found John’s lips. He turned his face from the pillow and returned Flora’s quick kisses. Her scent sweet and desirable, cheeks red, wet hair brushed down her back, wearing a cotton blouse and jeans. John pulled her onto the bed and looked down to her in the bright morning light.
Flora lifted her head to kiss the bridge of his nose. “Do you know you have a bump on your nose?”
John pretended to snarl. “I do not have a bump on my nose.”
“And you have a scar from here to here.”
Soft kisses followed the line below John’s left ear and jaw and stopped under the point of his chin.
“Is that why you have a beard?”
John surprised himself, at not lifting his head away and the sudden need to leave. It was always the girls who mentioned it, and if not they would pretend not to see it or be too embarrassed to mention it. Not that it mattered because the girls would never see him again.
He looked at the large brown eyes waiting for an answer. “People see the scar not the person.”
“I think you are a very nice person.”
“You don’t know anything about me.”
There it was suspended in the small gap between their faces. After a night of highs, of supreme emotions, were they going to discover their likes and dislikes, their habits and foibles, their innermost thoughts? To consider any of this another surprise for John.
Flora’s solemn face looked up to him “Did you see a man in the field carrying a gun? That was my father. He’s notorious for his temper. If he finds you here goodness knows what would happen.”
The truth of this, or not, lost in the brown eyes.
Flora slipped away off the bed. “You might have the time for a drink of tea before he chases you.” A smile to John’s face following her and she left the room.
John tried to remember if he had seen anyone in the field carrying a gun, but the thought of a red faced Scotsman chasing him and pointing a one at him a good enough impetus to move, and fast. He pulled on his clothes while looking around him to the old, heavy wooden furniture and a tiled fireplace set and ready to light. A quick look out of the window, to the car, fountain and gates, and he hurried out of the bedroom.
He tried to find the bathroom. Flora’s bedroom at the end of a dim corridor, the door opposite opened to another bedroom and the same old furniture, and trousers thrown onto an unmade bed. John more than pleased not to see any sign of the occupant. At the top of the stairs, the door next to the man’s room led to another bedroom, a flowery quilt on the bed; the room opposite, next to Flora’s used as a storeroom, a jumble of furniture and boxes, dusty. Flora appeared behind him, took his hand and led him down the stairs to a corridor lit up by two windows and the door to the bathroom. Most of the room occupied by a huge cast iron bath where Flora must have bathed, her sweet scent still in the damp air.
“The man and his gun seem to be taking his time.” John, his back to the roaring fire, sitting at the kitchen table enjoying bacon, eggs and toast, and the promised tea.
Flora smiled over the table; chin on a hand while she sat and watched him eat. “The village will still be recovering from yesterday. If you go now no one will need to know you were here all night. Then they can’t tell him.”
John drained the last of his tea, gave a nod, pushed his empty plate away, checked his watch and tried not to grimace at the time. It was well before six, but he had expected to be back at the garage by then, and he should have delivered the car the day before. He thought an hour or two, if he did find Flora, deliver the car and head straight for Birmingham on the first available train. Why he was still there easy to understand. Flora looked fresh and lovely, her drying hair beginning fluff up around her shining face, red cheeks an invitation to put a hand over the table and touch them.
Flora smiled at John’s expression at the time. She stood, walked around the table, took his hand and led him away from the roaring fire.
They walked hand in hand to the car, the trees whispering around them in the early morning air.
John put his arms around Flora, his tactics for his usual speedy departures forgotten.
Flora put her face to his shirt, her warm moist breath reaching through to his skin. “The man with the gun.”
True or not, she wanted him to go, and he had to go. John, about to step into the car, stopped and reached down to behind the seat for the start of their night together, the shawl. His silence completing the circle from London to there, John handed the shawl over to Flora. Who took it, walked away, and around the corner of the house before he started the car.
~~~~~
Elizabeth Montgomery put her head back against the carriage seat, closed her eyes and listened to the train roar its way north. Sixty years old and there she was again on one of her many pilgrimages to Clairgowan.
Elizabeth a fourteen-year-old girl when she first met her half cousin Mungo Ballardine the handsome young laird of Clairgowan, and fell in love with that wonderful smile.
Not that her sister knew of it, the beautiful tempestuous Beatrice whose dazzling light always outshone her younger plainer sister.
Elizabeth watched Beatrice chase after Mungo and sighed and wept in private when they married two years later. Their honeymoon barely over and Mungo left his new bride to fight in the war to end all wars, and Elizabeth moved into Clairgowan House as a companion to Beatrice. They were the days of servants and the house full of laughter, and the change. The two sisters puzzled at why they had to pay for food and bills, and the servants. But you do not express your concerns over such mundane issues to a hero fresh home from the war, or ask why the servants had to go one by one, or why Mungo sold half of the great Ballardine Estate. Poor Beatrice begged Elizabeth to stay to help her to cope with such a large house and a husband who fumbled and bumbled his way through more losses.
Mungo became increasingly dependant on the two sisters’ inheritances from their grandparents, but Elizabeth’s love for him still remained true. Beatrice gave birth to her longed for baby, Alasdair, and it was then when Elizabeth finally acknowledged Mungo knew of her infatuation, how he fostered it with his smile. Alasdair gave Beatrice a hope for a better future and it also gave Elizabeth the opportunity to leave Clairgowan House. She fled to London desperate to find a new life, and a new love. Elizabeth found a new life easy to achieve in the high-spirited London of the twenties, a new love impossible because of Mungo Ballardine’s tenacious hold over her.
Time cut Elizabeth free from her obsession. To leave her living the narrow life of a middle aged spinster, her friends dispersing to marry and live their new lives of children and eventually grandchildren until Elizabeth was forced to depend on the ‘tea ladies’ to occupy her empty days.
It was Beatrice and Alasdair who first drew Elizabeth back to Clairgowan, along with if she was honest, the added attraction of Mungo. But the passing years changed all of that, and the heartbreaks. Now she visited Clairgowan to break up her dull life and to see Flora. Fiery, exuberant Flora, the same as Beatrice before Mungo’s behaviour changed her to a bitter fretful woman. Elizabeth hoped Flora would escape the confines of Clairgowan House when Robert left. She often tried to tease her away herself. But no, Flora still there, the last one to be held in her father’s grasp, Mungo and his helpless air demanding loyalty and support.
Elizabeth opened her eyes at the screeching wheels and the train juddering to a stop, and there was Flora surrounded by steam and smoke laughing and waving at her through window. Hair pulled back in a ponytail, sandals, blouse, and the tight jeans the young people insisted they wear, Elizabeth’s heart lifting at how Flora had grown into a beautiful young woman.
“Aunt Elizabeth!”
Elizabeth given a tight hug the moment she stepped from the train. Her suitcase picked up by Flora and the two of them linking arms while they walked along the platform with steam hissing around their legs from the train huffing and puffing its way past them out of the station.
Elizabeth put her face up to the warmth from the sun in the clear blue sky. “I see you have put in a special order for our wonderful Scottish sunshine.”
“Of course. The very best for my very best aunt.”
“You mean your only aunt.”
Still laughing at the well-worn joke, they walked up to the bus stop outside the station.
Flora put the suitcase down and peered down the road. “Ach, I suppose the bus will be late as usual.”
An over-bright smile flashed at Elizabeth, a sure sign something was wrong. That was why she confined her visits to a week at a time, the never-ending problems of Clairgowan House always chasing Elizabeth away to her small safe world.
Flora full of her usual chitchat while the bus trundled its way out of town and through the glen. The last stop at the stone wall in the village where the road widened a little and where the bus would make half a dozen manoeuvres before it made its slow journey back to town. Flora strode up the incline carrying the suitcase and waited for her aunt at the gates, face solemn. “We have to go Inverness to see Mr Boyle the solicitor.” She looked at the ground, a shrug. “Well father has to see him. But you know how he is Aunt Elizabeth, conveniently ignoring it. And Mr Boyle will know father can’t afford a car to travel all of that way. He can’t even afford to put the electricity into the house.”
They walked past the fountain.
“Would Mr Brown take your father in his car?” Elizabeth asked. “He might agree to go if he did.”
The suitcase plonked down to the gravel. “It’s going to be humiliating enough without having an audience,” Flora retorted. “We know it will only be bad news.”
Elizabeth smiled at the spark of anger, a reminder of how Beatrice used to be.
“Anyway,” Flora continued, “I doubt if father would ask Mr Brown to take him. We both know how secretive he is about anything to do with money.” She put a hand to her aunt’s arm. “Will you try to persuade him to go Aunt Elizabeth? Father always listens to you.”
“Yes, of course I will Flora,” Elizabeth replied, and pleased to see her words put a smile on Flora’s face, why she agreed.
Flora picked up the suitcase. “And you wouldn’t believe it; auld Mungo’s had a bath. I hope you feel honoured. He usually reserves a bath for special occasions or the kirk.” Mungo tidying himself for Elizabeth’s visits another well-worn joke. “And a shave.” Flora walked away. “If I didn’t know better Aunt Elizabeth I’d say there’s something going on between you two.”
Elizabeth thought of the time when those words would have gladdened her heart, and followed Flora to the side of the house and into the kitchen.
Mungo stood from his chair, turned and smiled at Elizabeth.
Elizabeth became wise to the smile many years before, at how it could beguile one into becoming a devoted follower. Not that it stopped her experiencing pleasure at first sight of the smile, the feeling always transient, reality not far behind.
“And what have you brought for me this time Elizabeth?”
The customary ‘me’ from Mungo, no greetings or enquiries asked of Elizabeth.
She returned the smile. “An embroidered tablecloth Mungo.”
Flora carried the suitcase to the door at the far end of the kitchen and opened it. “Oh, that’s lovely Aunt Elizabeth. Thank you.”
Mungo nodded over to Flora, the smile gone. “Make tea for your aunt!”
Flora shook her head. “I will! When I’ve taken Aunt Elizabeth’s suitcase to her room.” Poking her tongue out to her father while she closed the door.
Mungo sat down to his chair, grumbling, “That girl is cheekier everyday.”
Elizabeth sat opposite him on Flora’s chair. “Flora is a young woman now Mungo. Not a girl.”
“If she had behaved…” Mungo started.
“Stop it!” Elizabeth retorted. “You have had your say concerning Robert and Flora for over a year now.” She leant over to Mungo. “Flora tells me you have to see Mr Boyle.”
Mungo crossed his legs and turned to the fire. “It has nothing to do with her. She snatched the letter out of my hand before I could stop her.”
Elizabeth thought of the years poor Beatrice had to do that. “And when are you due to see Mr Boyle?”
Mungo’s reply to the fire. “Friday. A week today.”
The day Elizabeth was due to return to London, which Mungo would know. He turned his face away from the fire, the smile to her.
“I will go if you accompany me Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth knew this was a ploy to keep her at Clairgowan House a little longer. Mungo, short of companionship those days, always loath to see her leave. “No Mungo. It is Flora who should accompany you. But I will stay until Sunday if you agree to see Mr Boyle.”
Mungo smiled at the fire.
~~~~~
The week soon went by, Elizabeth stood at the door on Friday morning to watch father and daughter leave. A ponytail down Flora’s back, and despite Mungo’s protests wearing flat sandals and dressed in a cotton skirt and blouse. Her father looked distinguished and in control in his best tweed suit, how the laird should be. Mungo could always give the impression of competence and determination if needed, and fool everyone not close to him.
It was going to be a long day for them, the bus ride to town, the train to Inverness and the journey to Mr Boyle’s office. All to be repeated on their return to Clairgowan.
Elizabeth found her embroidery, sat on Flora’s chair and prepared herself for a long wait. She stopped her sewing when her fingers started to ache and found a duster for something to do. Standing with it in a hand at the kitchen door at the bottom of the stairs while she looked down the threadbare carpet to the end of the corridor and the large door leading to the main house. The door Mungo locked the day Beatrice left.
Two smaller doors at the side of the corridor faced the two windows. The first to the bathroom, the second to a small room Mungo used as a study. Elizabeth opened the study door and smiled at the dusty room, Flora not the keenest of housekeepers.
Elizabeth busied herself dusting glass fronted cupboards, chairs and small tables. Then she sat on the leather chair at a large old desk stood under the window, and picked up Alasdair’s photograph. His eyes looked directly at the camera, uniform, peaked hat, his wide smile showing the world the bright future ahead of him. The photograph could have been a younger version of Mungo, but there was so much more in that smiling face. Alasdair had the verve of a Montgomery, dynamic, clever, reliable, the opposite of his father. Beatrice saw Alasdair as the saviour of the Ballardine Estate, but it was not to be. Another war and another hero, and destiny decided Clairgowan House was due no more than one hero to live within its walls. Flora arrived so late in Beatrice’s life her worn out grieving mother saw her as another burden to carry and Mungo too immersed in Alasdair’s death to think of anyone else. Poor little Flora left to grieve alone for the death of a much-loved brother.
Distraught at her loss and the hopes Alasdair took with him, Beatrice, two years after her son’s death, left her husband and daughter. The first Elizabeth knew of this a letter from Beatrice to say she intended to live in France, where her son’s body lay. She also enclosed a sum of money and asked Elizabeth to give it to Flora, a practise she was to continue over the years. Elizabeth dashed to Clairgowan to an almost mute Mungo who refused to speak of Beatrice and a bleak faced nine-year-old girl told by her mother that she was to be responsible for the care of her father.
Elizabeth wiped her tears off the glass, returned the photograph to the desk and hurried away to the kitchen, away from the painful memories. Then she prepared a stew, put it in the oven and sat at the side of the fire to wait for father and daughter to return.
They arrived late in the afternoon. Mungo was fit and spry for his age, but he looked exhausted and slumped down to his chair, grumbling, “Trailing me all of that way when the man could have sent me a letter.”
“Yes,” Elizabeth replied. “And we all know where your letters finish off Mungo.”
Flora breathed in the stew cooking in the oven and smiled at her aunt for preparing the meal. “Mr Boyle says father owes two thousand pounds Aunt Elizabeth.” She took the new embroidered tablecloth out of a drawer, and looking over to her father spread it over the table. “You did say two thousand pounds didn’t you father?”
“I can speak for myself girl,” Mungo retorted. “Two thousand. Four thousand. What difference does it make?” He looked at Elizabeth. “Mr Boyle said I will lose the house if I do not put money in every now and again. But I cannot put money in if I have none. And he said it might be best if Flora found somewhere to live. But I told him I need her here to cook and clean for me.”
Flora arranged knives and forks over the table. “I suppose it is nice to be needed even if it is to cook and clean.”
Elizabeth shook her head at Flora to stop her and turned to Mungo. “What about Mr Brown? He may be able to assist you. He has always been a good friend to you Mungo.”
Mungo turned to the fire. “Bob Brown has already loaned me over one thousand pounds.”
Elizabeth and Flora looked at each other.
“And he says his wife has forbid him to give me more,” Mungo continued, and shaking his head to the fire. “What kind of a man is that?” A quick turn of his head to Elizabeth. “I would fight them if Alasdair was here Elizabeth. I would fight them to the death to save the house for Alasdair.”
Flora turned from a cupboard and clashed a handful of plates down to the table. “Thank you for that father! I suppose I’m not worth fighting for.”
Elizabeth leant over to Mungo. “Your father did not mean that Flora. Did you Mungo?”
A silent Mungo turned his face to the fire.
“Oh yes he did Aunt Elizabeth,” Flora shouted. “I always knew he wished it was Alasdair here and not me.”
Mungo looked over to Flora, eyes grey flints of anger. “And of what use are you to me? All you do is get yourself a bad reputation. The village is full of tittle-tattle over you bringing strange men to the house.” A nod at Flora’s open mouth. “Yes. I have known all along.”
“I have not brought strange men to the house,” Flora shouted. “I brought one friend.”
“Alasdair would not have brought disgrace to the Ballardine name,” Mungo shouted in return. “And he would do more for me than you have done.”
Flora shook her head, puzzled. “What do you mean?”
“Robert!” Mungo bellowed. “If you had married Robert and not sent him packing I would not be in this situation.”
“I did not send Robert packing,” Flora screamed. “He went of his own accord.”
“There!” Mungo looked at Elizabeth. “What man would put up with that temper?”
“And I’ll tell you now,” Flora screamed. “I’m pleased Robert went.” Cheeks flaming she clashed the door to the stairs open and screaming out as she ran up to her room. “I’m pleased…I’m pleased…”
Mungo stood from his chair.
Elizabeth looked up to him, thinking he was about to go after Flora.
The smile down to her face. “That should teach her not to bring anyone in here without consulting me. Would you care to join me for a dram Elizabeth?”
Elizabeth jumped up and hurried after Flora. “No. I would not care to join you Mungo. Flora has stood by you for all of these years and this is the way you thank her. And she is not a bad person because she brings someone to the house that is not of your choosing and therefore of no benefit to you. One day you will be alone. And when you are you can look back at this moment and know why.”
She found Flora lying on her bed looking up to the ceiling, face white except for two pink spots at the tops of her cheeks. Elizabeth sat by her and took her hand.
“I’m good enough to cook and clean for him but I’m not good enough to fight for.” Flora’s chest heaved at the effort of speaking. “He can discuss money with Mr Brown. But not with his own daughter. Father wouldn’t even allow me to go into Mr Boyle’s office. I had to sit outside.” She turned her face to her aunt. “He blames me for everything Aunt Elizabeth. I think he even blames me for mother leaving.”
“I am sure that is not true Flora,” Elizabeth replied. “Your father is tired. That is why he spoke as he did. And I cannot see him losing Clairgowan House for the sake of two thousand pounds. He will find a way out of it. He always has in the past.” She rubbed Flora’s hand. “But I do think you should take Mr Boyle’s advice and find somewhere to live. You know you are always welcome to stay at my little flat in London.”
The thought of the ‘tea ladies’ pressed Flora down to the bed. “No.” She shook her head and tried to smile. “Don’t worry Aunt Elizabeth. I’ll be fine.”
Elizabeth kissed Flora on the brow and returned to the kitchen to find Mungo sitting by the fire, a glass of whisky in his hand.
He lifted the glass up to Elizabeth, the smile. “Are we going to eat one of your famous stews Elizabeth? Or are we leaving it to dry out in the oven?”
~~~~~
Elizabeth waited on the platform while Flora lifted her suitcase into the carriage. The first Elizabeth saw of her when it was time to leave for her train.
Mungo his usual self when Elizabeth accompanied him to the kirk that morning. Full of complaints at Flora hiding herself away since their argument and how she always refused to go to the kirk with him.
“Remember Flora. I would love to have you to stay.”
“I know. Thank you Aunt Elizabeth.”
“And this friend of yours?”
Flora shook her head.
Elizabeth remained silent not wanting to pry, and kissing Flora on a cheek, she pressed money into a hand.
“You shouldn’t Aunt Elizabeth. You can’t afford it.”
Elizabeth, without saying where the money had come from, stepped into the carriage and turned to Flora. “It will pay for your journey if you do decide to join me.”
The guard made his way to the rear of the carriages, slamming the doors shut on his way; followed by a shrill whistle to start the train on its slow progress out of the station.
Flora waved at her aunt at the carriage window until the train was out of sight, then she folded her arms and walked to the bus stop looking down to her feet. ‘I would fight them to the death to save the house for Alasdair’, her reward for walking away from John that morning. She dare not look back, because if she had she would have jumped into the car and left with him. Just a few weeks before and her life seemed so certain, she was so sure she had no choice but to stay and care for her father who thought she was worth no more than to cook and clean for him.
Her arms still folded Flora leant against the bus stop and prepared herself for a long wait, the bus service always sporadic on a Sunday. She kicked at nothing particular on the ground at the thought that all she could hope for was John not leaving it too long to return to Clairgowan to see her again.
Another kick at the ground, at the frustration of having to wait around for John.
Flora looked at the money in her hand. She had a little hidden away in her room, away from her father who would always find a way of spending it. It meant she had more than enough to go to John, if she knew where to find him.
She looked over the road to the Seed Merchant’s office where she used to work. Flora’s first and only step into the world of employment, and a life separate from her father and Robert.
Robert laughed and said she would last no more than a few weeks. Her father said it was demeaning for the laird’s daughter to find work as an office junior and she had plenty to occupy herself at Clairgowan House. He meant she would not be there during the day to make his tea and cook his meals, not that he objected to the occasional treats her miniscule wages brought into the house.
It took her no more than a few days to understand the paperwork and enjoying herself so much she even considered taking typing lessons, and Robert right about her lasting no more than a few weeks. The winter took care of that, hardly a month into her new job and the first heavy snowfall blocked the road through the glen. It took several days to clear it, and it happened again and again until she was taken aside and told she would have to take lodgings in town during the week if she hoped to retain her position. So of course Flora slammed her way out at the thought of leaving her father to cope alone, and shouting they could keep their job and ruined any hope of her returning in the future. Her father made no comment as to why she stopped working. Robert laughed and said he told her so.
Flora loved her job and often complimented on her friendly approach to the customers, especially on the switchboard, and her good memory. She memorized all of the customer’s details, their names, addresses and orders and if someone needed quick access to this information without searching for the file the call would go up; ‘Ask Flora!’
Flora stood away from the bus stop and snapped her head up. The card! She was so excited at seeing John she was unsure if she read all of it before she returned it to the jacket. Birmingham! Kath said that at the dancehall. Or did she read it on the card?
The bus eventually arrived and a pensive Flora sat at a window and closed her eyes to concentrate, and the card might have been in her hand by the time she jumped off the bus at Clairgowan. Except for the telephone number, her memory not up to that, and unnecessary because it would spoil the nice surprise for John if she called to say she was on her way.
Flora laughed and ran up to the gates; she could imagine John’s face…
~~~~~
Monday, and Flora took special care cooking her father’s breakfast.
Toast, bacon and eggs the way he liked them and put inside the oven to stay warm. As soon as she heard the water running from the fire range, which meant her father was out of bed and in the bathroom, the kettle boiled, teapot filled and put onto the table beside the food. A quick look at her note, her third attempt, to finish off with, ‘You will have to find someone better than me to cook and clean for you. Someone worth fighting for’. The note put under the sugar basin on the table, her cotton duffle bag snatched up and a last look around her before Flora ran out of the house.
She broke her journey at Inverness to find something special to wear for John, and to match her mood. Wandering around the shops until she chose a sleeveless white cotton dress covered in large blocks of bright and pale lemon. It had a deep square neckline, a wide belt to match and a skirt so full it flounced up around her legs. Cream high heels and a white Alice band in her loose hair the perfect finish to her summery look.
Flora decided her new life would mean new everything else. She boarded the train to resume her journey to Birmingham and put her duffle bag down on the seat beside her. It contained her purse, a few essentials and the clothes she wore when she left her old life at Clairgowan.
She knew she looked good, her buoyancy helped by the looks from a young man in the carriage. It became a bit of a game; Flora would stare him out until the tips of his ears flushed to a strawberry pink and he turned his head and stared at his window, and a giggling Flora would turn her head and stare at her window.
Birmingham! Flora hurried out of the sooty station eager to start her new life, meet new people, make new friends. They were all out there in front of her, John the best, the first part of her new life.
Her steps soon faltering at the hectic traffic and crush of people. Everyone seemed to be leaving the city at the same time and wishing she had enough money for taxi she pushed her way through the crowds to a line of waiting buses. Flora was no more than a few hours away from Clairgowan but she could have been a foreigner in a foreign land, the noise, the vast amount of people, the strange languages, skins and clothing around her both strange and exhilarating. She felt her new world around her sweep her up and along to the first bus, for the conductor to shake his head at the name of the street she needed. Perspiration on her brow she battled her way through the throng to another bus, and another, thinking it was so different when she arrived in London when she just stepped inside a taxi, paid for by her aunt of course, and sitting back while she was whisked off to Kensington. A nod at last, Flora clinging to a strap in the crowded bus and constantly calling out to the conductor so as not to miss her stop. He called out the name of the street; she pushed her way past the broad smile on his dark face, jumped off the bus and gave him a thank you wave.
Flora watched the bus roar off down the main road, and turned full circle.
She was stood at the bottom of a long line of shops. At the other side of the street, windows, brick walls and doors, no sign of a garage, and she realised why the city was emptying when she saw most of the shops had closed. Flora berating herself for spending so much time in Inverness, and money, walked up the street and saw cards in a newsagent’s window for rooms to let; if she found the garage closed she would have to find somewhere to stay. The prices made her grimace, and she twisted her bag in her hands while she studied the cards as though one would magically change to a lower price. Several stipulated, ‘NO BLACKS. NO IRISH’. Flora wondered if being Scottish would be a problem and turned away from the window to a car come out of a gap in the buildings opposite her. She hurried over the street to find the gap led to a narrow cobbled street and a terrace of old Victorian houses. They towered up behind high brick walls and high gates painted in different colours.
Flora walked down by the gates watching her high heels because they kept slipping between the cobbles and had to jump back when someone almost wheeled a pushchair into her.
“Soo sorry.” A smile and an apology from a young woman who had small gold rings through the side of her nose, a red coloured mark on her brow and the silk of her sea green sari draped over her head. A baby was in the pushchair, the sides of the handles held by two small boys, one a little older than the other. The children darker than the woman, her pale skin covered in large dark freckles.
Flora returned the young woman’s smile and asked, “Mason’s garage?”
A shake of the head, and again, “Soo sorry.”
“You’ve come the wrong way down,” said the older boy in perfect English. His accent with a twang Flora heard on the bus, a nasal emphasis when he said ‘wrong’. He pointed to behind her. “There’s garages up there.” Flora had turned left instead of right.
A gate clashed behind the woman and children and Flora turned and walked up the cobbled street. Several houses after the gap and the street changed to rows of small workshops facing each other. A few of the occupants pulling the shutters down, wolf whistles at Flora and shouts of, “This way love.” It stopped her taking look inside the open shutters for John. She saw a man wearing a turban loading boxes into a van. He had a thick, long bushy beard and the widest moustache Flora had ever seen.
She walked up to him, asking, “Mason’s garage?”
A flashing smile amongst the hair and the turbaned head turned to look up to a white board and ‘MASON’S GARAGE’ painted on it in bold black letters, the same as the card.
The board situated above three shutters, the first shutter half way down, the third closed, the middle one pushed all the way to the top.
Flora held her bag behind her, to occupy her shaking hands, and walked under the middle shutter.
She could only see equipment and cars at first, and then she saw Reg, the supposed to be owner of the business, walk out of the dark at the back of the garage. His first reaction at seeing Flora a very unpleasant smirk, followed by open-mouthed recognition and a look over to a car behind the half-open shutter. The car had the bonnet open and a light over the engine. Someone, in overalls and heavy boots had his head deep inside the car. John!
Flora could have stood there until eternity that moment so wonderful.
Reg turned his back to Flora, went over to the car and walking all the way to other side he leant down to John. “I’m off now.”
Flora saw the head come up, the red hair, and realized Reg had positioned himself so John would see him when he lifted his head, not her.
John looked up to Reg, pushed himself away from the car and picked up an oily piece of cloth beside him. When a flash of bright colour caught his eye, turning to Flora, hands behind her, feet together and a wide smile to him.
It was not the smart man in an evening suit in London walking up to Flora, or the casually dressed man in Clairgowan and she knew it was the real John, the sheen of hard work on his face, grubby, the smell of oil about him. Not sure if he was about to ask a question or smile she opted for the question. “Your card fell out of your jacket.”
Reg hurried over to John and hovered around him. “I’m going now.”
John stared at Flora. “Yes Reg. You’ve already told me that.” He wiped his hands on the cloth, searched under the back of his overalls, brought out a wallet and took a pound note out of it, for Reg to snatch the note out his hand and hurry out to the street.
Not a word to Flora from Reg, or John who pushing the wallet back under his overalls walked over to the car he was working on, and looked down to the engine.
Flora gave a hard swallow.
John turned as though suddenly remembering she was there and nodded to her dress. “Not the best thing to be wearing in a garage.”
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